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Abstract: Oral Reading Fluency has consistently been found to correlate 
positively with overall Reading Competence and predict benefits in Reading 
Comprehension. There exists a host of studies which report advantages in 
oral reading fluency for young native English learners who have been 
introduced to literacy through systematic phonics approaches as well as 
some which show benefits for EFL learners. The current research sets to 
confirm findings concerning the supremacy of the phonics approach in the 
context of primary education in Greece. Reading accuracy and fluency of a 
phonics group are measured and compared to those of a group exposed to 
whole-language approaches. Results partially confirm our hypothesis. As a 




For years Reading had been viewed as a passive skill in EFL teaching and learning: 
instructors would use Reading as a tool for teaching their learners new vocabulary and 
introducing new structures or functions. Recent developments in TEFL, however, 
have brought about changes in the ways we teach Reading: communicative 
approaches have rendered Reading an active interaction between reader and text. 
Learners, today, are encouraged to approach Reading as a purposeful activity in itself 
and to actively interact with the written text in order to receive and interpret 
“information encoded in language form via the medium of print” (Urquhart and Weir 
1988: 22). 
In order for this interactive relationship with any text to take place learners should 
first develop Reading ability and fluency. Reading ability and fluency depends on the 
development of several skills (activation of background schemata, acquaintance with 
text structures and discourse organisation etc).The basic skill required, however, for 
an efficient reader is word recognition fluency and automaticity (Grabe 2006). Word 
recognition is a skill developed when a learner is introduced to literacy and, in 
particular, while the learner is instructed on how to map sounds to print. What 
follows, in most cases, is automaticity through continuous practice on word 
recognition tasks and extensive reading (Segalowitz and Segalowitz 1993). 
Introduction of a learner to literacy and biliteracy can be a hard and long process. 
Researchers and practitioners‟ views on which are the best ways to do that vary and 
may have a great effect on Ls reading ability and fluency. The current study aims to 
investigate different approaches to introduction to literacy in English with a focus on 
phonics and whole-reading methods. 
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2. Background 
2.1 Introducing Young Learners to Literacy and Βiliteracy 
Literacy development begins when oral language development begins (Pressley 1998, 
as cited in Caldwell 2002). As spoken and written language share the same sound 
system, introduction to literacy in L1begins before school years and formal 
instruction. It begins when a child learns that sounds stand for meaning, when s/he 
starts to recognize the underlying concepts. It begins when they first string sounds 
together to make words and then words to make sentences. Very early in their lives 
children realize that language is a rewarding system that can bring meaning into their 
lives by offering them a useful tool to express their feelings, share their experiences 
and satisfy their needs (Caldwell 2002). Parents and caregivers are, at this stage, the 
ones responsible for helping young children expand linguistically by offering them 
ample verbal interaction opportunities. 
Oral interaction is the first step to developing literacy but in order to help children 
become efficient readers and writers we should foster early literacy experiences. This 
is a term used by many educators (Adams 1990, Caldwell 2002, Pressley 1998) to 
refer to simple activities such as touching and playing with sturdy books, learning 
how to use pencils and crayons to draw and scribble, listening to songs and nursery 
rhymes. Above all, storytelling or in other words reading aloud to children is “the 
single most important activity for building the knowledge and skills eventually 
required for reading…” (Adams 1990: 46). Effective storybook reading engages both 
reader and child into an active interaction with the story. During this process the child 
can acquire new vocabulary and new ways of saying things. Children find answers to 
their everyday questions and, finally, they learn that there is correspondence between 
sound and print. 
The transition from early literacy experiences to first real reading and writing 
activities may seem quite smooth and even natural with L1 but what happens when 
more than one language is involved? In modern multilingual societies learning to read 
and write in two languages, broadly known as biliteracy, is a demand that is being 
made on a growing number of Young Learners. Many of them are bilingual at the 
time they start to learn how to read and write while others are second or foreign 
language learners; all of them are supposed to acquire the skills very early in their 
school years (Bialystok, Luk and Kwan 2005). Hard and demanding, though, this may 
sound, there are quite a few studies that report benefits in both cognitive and linguistic 
development for both bilingual and monolingual Second and Foreign language 
learners introduced to biliteracy: some of these studies suggest that these learners will 
not be confused but they will rather increase their understanding of what literacy is. 
(Bucwalter and Lo 2002). A study reports advanced progress in learning how to read 
in both languages for all types of biliterate learners (Bialystok et al. 2005). Other 
researchers found that children exposed to this simultaneous input were experiencing 
cognitive benefits as they were able to “comprehend the principles on which each 
system was based, clarifying differences between systems as their learning progressed 
over time.” (Kenner et al. 2010) 
 
2.2 Phonics instruction vs. whole-language instruction 
Every language has its own writing system. As each system is based on a different set 
of symbolic relations it affects children‟s acquisition of literacy. Korean, for example, 
is a language with syllabaries where correspondences between consonant–vowel 
groups and graphemes are found, while in Chinese, a character language, readers have 




to establish a relationship between morpheme and meaningful segments through 
characters. In alphabetic systems (like the ones of all European languages) 
correspondences between morphemes and phonemes should be sought (Bialystok et. 
al. 2005). Still, however, there are differences even among languages with alphabetic 
systems, which consequently means different demands on children‟s encoding of the 
spoken language into print and its decoding. (ibid) 
English is one of these languages with an alphabetic system which makes the 
language a difficult one to read (and write). Compared to other transparent alphabetic 
languages, where syllable structures follow the simple pattern of a consonant 
preceding a vowel (CV), English exhibits phonological complexity: the consonant-
vowel-consonant (CVC) pattern is very common as well as consonant clusters either 
before (e.g., stop, straw) or after the vowel (e.g., hand, felt). Furthermore, English is a 
highly inconsistent language. In other words the consistency of the symbol-to-sound 
mapping is very low (Ziegler, Stone and Jacobs 1997, Ziegler and Goswami 2005). In 
English a letter can be pronounced in multiple ways (e.g. the letter „a‟ in English maps 
onto a different phoneme in the words „cat‟, „was‟, „saw‟, „made‟ and „car‟ . Think 
also of the digraph „ch‟ in „cheese‟ and „ache‟). 
With English being a demanding language for early readers, a growing interest has 
emerged worldwide in the effectiveness of particular methods of teaching reading for 
early literacy acquisition. A host of studies comparing phonics programmes to those 
based on whole language approaches has given rise to hot debate worldwide (Soler 
and Openshaw 2007).  
Whole-language approaches are holistic approaches to the instruction of reading. 
Such approaches promote the acquisition of reading skills through ample exposure of 
the emergent reader to experiences of reading for meaning (Hempenstall 1996, van 
Kraayenoord and Paris 1994, as cited in Bowey 2006). Special emphasis is placed on 
the importance of a print-rich environment where learners are encouraged to actively 
participate in various reading activities.  
Phonics-based instruction is an approach which advocates the explicit teaching of 
how to map distinctive visual symbols to units of sound (Bowey 2006, Goswami 
2005, Stuart 1999). The explicit teaching of letter – sound correspondences and 
blending skills is directly offered both through synthetic and analytic phonics 
instruction. 
In Synthetic phonics or Small grain size teaching the focus is on the 
correspondence between phoneme and grapheme. Learners are explicitly instructed 
how to map sound to print (phonological encoding) and hence learn about phonemes 
and graphemes (Share 1995, as cited in Goswami 2005). 
Analytic phonics teach sound-letter mappings after some initial reading (whole 
word recognition) has taken place. A lot of alphabet instruction is also offered. 
Learners are introduced to sound-letter relationships through initial letter sound 
recognition. What follows is identification of letter sounds in all positions in a word 
(first ending, and then middle ones). Blending is also taught at later stages (Johnston 
and Watson 2007).  
Large grain size teaching is an approach that makes use of the segmentation of 
words into the larger units of onset-rime (f-ight, l-ight). Learners are instructed 
correspondences for these “large” units that are readily available in the phonological 
domain and learn to read through rhyming analysis of words (Brown and Deavers 
1999, as cited in Goswami 2005). In many educational systems a combination of these 
phonics approaches is adopted. 
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The debate between proponents of either the phonics or the whole-language 
approaches is still hot. Although there are many researchers who suggest that a 
combination of the two approaches is the most effective way to introduce young 
learners to literacy in English (Bowey 2006, Goswami 2005) there is a great number 
of them that support the supremacy of the phonics approach. 
In First language acquisition studies there has been evidence in support of the 
phonics approach. Bowey (2006) reports a series of large-scale reviews (Adams 1990, 
Ehri, Nunes, Stahl et al. 2001) which consistently found that approaches to early 
reading instruction that emphasise Synthetic phonics, in close combination with the 
meaningful reading of texts, represent the most effective approach to developing 
reading fluency. Karin Landerl (2000) who conducted two studies with German 
learners and English learners exposed to phonics instruction, reports gains for the 
English phonics group. The particular Ls managed to reach accuracy standards of the 
German (German being a highly consistent language) learners in the reading of non-
words. These are results that had not been acquired in previous studies with whole-
language groups (Wimmer and Goswami 1994, as cited in Landerl 2000). 
Moreover, other studies in Second or Foreign language acquisition environments 
also found beneficial effects of systematic phonics instruction on English literacy. 
Adesope et al. (2010) conducted a meta-analysis of 26 studies all concerned with the 
best methods to introduce learners to literacy. The overall findings provide evidence 
that phonics based strategies are effective for teaching English literacy to ESL 
immigrant students and ensuring good oral reading fluency. Stuart (1999) carried out 
a research in the city of London with both native speakers and young immigrant 
children with very poor oral receptive vocabularies. The study found benefits in 
reading fluency for both groups through synthetic phonics instruction. An aspect of 
this study which is pertinent to our study is that with both groups the phonics material 
that was used was the Jolly Phonics Workbooks (Jolly Learning Ltd). The series was 
developed by language instructors with experience in the field.  
 
2.3 Oral reading Fluency as an indicator of reading Competence  
The question that rises now is: Why is oral reading fluency so important after all? 
Before we answer this question we must first define what exactly we refer to when we 
speak about oral reading fluency. Hudson, Lane and Pullen (2005) offer us a very 
comprehensive definition of the term: oral reading fluency, they suggest, is the 
“accurate reading of connected text at a conversational rate with appropriate prosody 
or expression” (Hudson et al. 2005:702). In a communicative context of language 
teaching, this particular skill emerges as an essential constituent of second language 
development as it has been found to be one of the most reliable predictors of overall 
reading competence (Hudson et al. 2005, Fuchs et al. 2001) and reading 
comprehension (Allington 1983, Johns 1993, Samuels 1988, Schreiber 1980, as cited 
in Hudson et al. 2005). Reading fluency is closely connected to text comprehension. If 
words are read inaccurately, the reader will fail to perceive the author‟s intended 
meaning, and thus misinterpret the text. A reader‟s capacity to understand the text is 
hindered by poor automaticity in word reading while slow movement through the text 
can act as a distractor posing further limitations to this reader‟s ability to comprehend 
meaning (Hudson et al. 2005). 
Most research investigating the correlations between oral reading fluency and 
reading competence does so by measuring reading fluency first in a very simple way: 
researchers count the number of words read correctly by particular readers in a given 
time (Hudson et al. 2005, Fuchs et. al. 2001, Shinn et al. 1992). In our present study a 




different mode of measuring was preferred. The reasons for this will be explained in 
the Methodology chapter that follows. 
 
3. The Study 
3.1 The aim 
The aim of this study is to assess oral reading accuracy and fluency of Young Greek 
EFL learners exposed to phonics based instruction and compare them to those of 
learners exposed to whole-language approaches. By oral reading accuracy the 
researcher refers to the number of words read accurately by the readers examined. By 
oral reading fluency we refer to the readers‟ rate and comprehensibility as this was 
assessed by two independent raters. 
 
3.2 The Research Questions 
The research questions underlying the study were the following: 
1. Are learners exposed to phonics-based instruction more accurate readers than 
those exposed solely to whole language teaching? 
2. Are learners exposed to phonics-based instruction more fluent readers than 
those exposed solely to whole language teaching? 
 
3.3 Hypothesis 
Based on evidence from the literature we formed the hypothesis that learners of the 
phonics condition will outperform those of the whole–language condition in 
measurements of both Oral Reading Fluency and Accuracy.  
 
3.4 Method 
In this chapter we present the participants and the context of this research. We also go 
through the material used in the investigation of their oral reading skills and determine 
the criteria used for their assessment and the rationale underlying the choice made to 
assess oral reading fluency separately in terms of accuracy and fluency (rate-
comprehensibility).  
 
3.4.1 Participants and context 
Participants were 40 pupils (25 girls and 15 boys) aged 9, studying English in year 3, 
in two primary schools in Evosmos, a west-end suburb of Thessaloniki: in the 3
rd
 
Model- Experimental Primary School of Evosmos and in the 7
th
 Primary School of 
Evosmos . (Table 1 presents a summary of the participants according to school, class 
groups and gender.) The first School is an Experimental School in the teaching of 
English as a Foreign Language while the second School is one of the approximately 
one thousand PEAP Primary Schools in Greece implementing a piloting programme 
in the instruction of English as well as other subjects. From now on we will be 
referring to the pupils from the 3
rd
 Model-Experimental School as the experimental 
group and to the pupils from the 7
th
 Primary School as the control group.  
The experimental group (20 pupils, 11 girls-9 boys) has been exposed to oral 
instruction in English since year 1 for 5 hours per week. After Christmas, during year 
2 their introduction to literacy through the phonics approach was initiated. The basic 
material used for their instruction was the Jolly Phonics Workbook series, already 
mentioned in the background chapter, which is based on a synthetic phonics approach. 
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The instruction was continued (8 hrs/week) throughout the first two months of 
autumn in year 3 when pupils were also partially exposed to a more varied phonics 
instruction (rime-onset, rhyming analysis and categorization of words). At the same 
time they were introduced to reading texts which are designed to facilitate phonics 
based approach to literacy for emergent readers. For the rest of year 3 C1 and C3 
pupils were instructed English through authentic children‟s books such as the Stick 
Man by J. Donaldson and We’re Going on a Bear Hunt by M. Rosen. C2 pupils were 
instructed through Magic Book 2. The book (written by a group of teachers of the 
school and under the supervision of University professors) was taught on a piloting 
basis in the 3
rd
 Model Experimental School of Evosmos and has been used by all 
 
Table 1 The participants in the research 
The participants (n=40) 
Control group (n=20) Experimental group (n=20) 
C1 (n=6) C2 (n=7) C3 (n=7) C1 (n=7) C2 (n=6) C3 (n=7) 
Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 
2 4 2 5 2 5 4 3 2 4 4 3 
 
PEAP schools in Greece for the 3
rd
 year pupils since September 2013. None of these 
participants receive any other form of treatment. 
The control group (20 pupils, 14 girls - 6 boys) has also been exposed to oral 
instruction in English since year 1 for 2 hours a week. Their introduction to literacy 
was also initiated after Christmas in their second year. In this case, whole-language 
approaches were preferred by the instructors. The traditional look-say or sight-reading 
was the method that was mainly followed. In other words, children were taught from 
the beginning to read whole words. This was combined with the instruction of the 
alphabet. 
In year 3, these learners were instructed (4hs/week) with the aid of their textbook 
Magic Book 1 (a book written roughly by the same group of authors as Magic Book 
2). The pre-unit of this book introduces learners to the idea of sounds and their 
correspondence to particular graphemes but no explicit instruction of synthetic 
phonics (e.g. blending of sounds) is provided. Throughout the year pupils were 
exposed to ample opportunities for repeatedly reading out loud the stories of their 
book. This was usually done following exposure to the recorded text or after the text 
had been read to them by their teachers. The majority of these learners (90% of them) 
has also been receiving extra treatment in English through private tutoring or in 
evening language schools (better known in Greece as Frontistiria) since year 1 and for 
about 3-4 hours per week balancing, thus, any differences in language exposure and 
treatment with the experimental group. Introduction to literacy in these private 
environments is traditionally carried out in the same whole-language way.  
In both conditions the instructors of the classes were asked to contribute to the 
study with a group of what they intuitively deemed as relatively good readers. 
Struggling readers (mainly the ones with dyslexia or other learning difficulties) along 
with bilinguals were excluded from this investigation. 
 




3.4.2 Materials, the test design and implementation 
In most of the studies measuring oral reading fluency participants are asked to read a 
connected text, unknown to the participants, within a particular time which usually 
does not exceed the length of one to two minutes. Fluency is then measured on the 
basis of the number of correct words read (Hudson et al. 2005; Fuchs et. al. 2001; 
Shinn et al. 1992). The majority of these studies however, were carried out with native 
English speakers slightly older than our learners. It was, therefore, deemed fair to 
conduct this measurement on a different basis. Accuracy was measured separately 
from fluency. To measure accuracy the researcher counted the number of words read 
inaccurately by each participant and compared results. The task of measuring oral 
reading fluency was assigned to two independent raters who rated the participants‟ 
performance according to specific criteria. Both raters are English language teachers 
in the 3
rd
 Model –Experimental School of Evosmos. The first one is a bilingual 
speaker of English and Greek with a Greek-Australian origin. She has had a long 
experience as an examiner in the oral exams of the Cambridge University. The second 
rater is Greek, educated in the American College of Thessaloniki with a native-like 
accent (American). The two raters have worked together as examiners in oral 
assessment conducted in the 3
rd
 Experimental School of Evosmos.  
A variety of reading materials was used in the measurement with the aim to 
accommodate the participants‟ different learning experiences and needs. Both groups 
were given two texts: a known and an unknown one and all texts were illustrated. This 
was a conscious choice on the part of the researcher as it was deemed fair for the 
particular groups of learners: illustrated texts were the only kind of English texts to 
which these learners had been exposed to, up to that moment, and offered them a 
meaningful context which facilitates comprehension for young learners. 
All participants of the control group were asked to read a known text from their 
school textbook, Magic Book 1. The text was from unit 4 (The Wind and the Sun) and 
in particular lessons 1 and 2.  
Participants from the experimental group were given two different texts: those 
from C2 and C3 classes read the first pages from Julia Donaldson‟s Stick Man, while 
those from C1 read Lesson 1 from Unit 4 (The Weasel and the Mole) from Magic 
Book 2. The criterion for choosing the particular texts was the fact that these were all 
texts with which the learners were quite familiar and to which they had been 
arduously exposed both through listening and reading activities. 
Both groups (control and experimental) were given the same unknown reading 
text: the first pages from a graded reader, Cookie Land written by H.Q. Mitchell and 
published by MM publications. This is a graded reader that had been used for many 
years in Greek public schools with year 3 pupils. It was also considered appropriate 
for the level of the participants as it contained words and sound and grapheme 
combinations to which all participants have been previously exposed. With regard to 
the experimental (phonics) group this is a text which contains both transparent words 
(that can be read applying synthetic phonics) and opaque words (that have to be read 
as whole words). (appendix 1)  
Before the actual measurement the researcher had a brief interview with the 
instructor of each class in order to make the final arrangements that would guarantee a 
comfortable and relaxing environment for the young learners involved. Instructors 
were also asked to draw a rough profile of the learners taking part in the 
measurement. 
The time given to the participants to read the texts was one minute for the 
unknown and one for the known one. The researcher invited each participant in a 
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quiet room in the premises of each school. Young participants were told to have a 
quick look at the unknown text first. The researcher explained to them that they 
should not worry about making mistakes and that they were allowed to self-correct or 
omit words that they would find hard to read. Then they were recorded reading it out 
loud. Following that, they were given the known text and were recorded reading it out 
loud, too. Finally, the researcher thanked them and offered them a treat. 
 
3.4.3 Rating 
Oral reading accuracy was rated by the researcher himself in a very straightforward 
way: all words that were read inaccurately were counted as mistakes. If the same word 
was read inaccurately more than once it was also counted as a mistake, as well as 
words that were omitted or incomprehensible. Mispronounced names were not taken 
into consideration. 
The two independent raters rated overall oral reading fluency using the following 
scale: Very Good – Good – Satisfactory – Slow – Incomprehensive (appendix 2). 
Raters had to offer their subjective opinion on each participant‟s performance, on both 
unknown and known texts, based on several criteria most of which were derived from 
previous relevant measurements (Hasbrouck and Tindal 2006, Hudson et al. 2005, 
Fuchs et al. 2001, Shinn, et al. 1992). Reading rate was the first one: by rate here we 
refer to the reading pace of the learner, or, simply, to how fast a learner reads. 
Pronunciation was another criterion. Raters were required to assess correct 
pronunciation of the words as well as articulation of the sounds (phonemes). Their 
attention was drawn to basic distinctions between long and short vowels and 
differences between /sh/ and /s/ sounds prominent in English. Intonation and attempts 
to native like accent was not the focus here but raters were not discouraged from 
taking it into consideration. 
The raters were also instructed to consider pauses, hesitations and self-corrections 
as negative aspects of the participants‟ performance. Finally, the length of the text 
read within the given time was also to be taken into consideration. 
 
4. Results 
To analyze the results for oral reading accuracy independent T-tests were conducted 
separately for the participants‟ performance in known and unknown text reading and, 
finally, for their overall performance. With regard to their performance in the known 
text no statistical significance was found between the control (M=2.70, SD=1.72) and 
the experimental group (M=1.95, SD=2.13), t (38) =1.22, p> .05. Mean scores for this 
analysis reflect the number of mistakes made by the participants during their oral 
reading (table 2). 
 
Table 2 Oral reading accuracy results (known text) 













Statistically significant difference was found, however, with both unknown reading 
accuracy and their overall accuracy. More specifically, to analyze the results for the 
unknown text an Independent Samples test was run. The descriptive statistics - means 




and standard deviations - and the t-test indexes are reported in table 3. This test 
showed statistically significant difference between the control (M=6.45, SD=3.05) 
and experimental group (M=4.20, SD=1.82) t(38) =2.83 p<.05, with the latter 
committing significantly less errors. The magnitude of differences was very large as it 




Table 3 Oral reading accuracy results (unknown text) 













Finally, to determine overall differences in reading accuracy the errors committed 
in both known and unknown text reading were added and loaded on an Independent 
Samples t-test. The descriptive statistics - means and standard deviations - and the t-
test indexes are reported in table 4. As mentioned above statistical differences 
between the two groups were found, as the experimental group (M=6.15, SD=3.540) 
outperformed the control one (M=9.15, SD=4.40), t(38)=2.37, p<.05. Once again, the 




Table 4 Oral reading accuracy results (known & unknown) 













Oral reading fluency was, as it has already been mentioned, rated by two 
independent raters who were, however, equipped with a set of criteria by the 
researcher. Participants were awarded each a grade for their fluency according to the 
following scale: 5 for a Very Good performance, 4 for Good, 3 for Satisfactory, 2 for 
Slow and 1 for Incomprehensible performance. To ensure the validity and reliability 
of this measurement a k coefficient was run to compare ratings of the two raters and 
investigate the degree of agreement between them. The analysis found significant 
agreement between them (p=.03, >.05). An independent samples t-test was then 
loaded with the average grade of the two raters for each participant. So, if, for 
example one of the raters had evaluated a participant‟s reading fluency as Good (4) 
and the other as Satisfactory (3) the average grade for this participant would be 3. 5. 
The analysed data showed no significant difference between the two groups. The 
experimental group did a little better (M=3.6, SD=.96) with the control group closely 
following (M=3.2, SD=.86), t(38)=1.29, p>.05. The descriptive statistics can be found 
in table 5 below. 
 
Table 5 Oral reading fluency results 
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5. Discussion 
Our hypothesis that learners of the phonics condition will outperform those of the 
whole–language condition in measurements of both Oral Reading Fluency and 
Accuracy was partially confirmed. Our findings also partially confirm findings in 
previous studies discussed in the background chapter concerning the supremacy of the 
phonics approach (Adesope et al. 2010, Stuart 1999). The experimental group, with 
learners exposed to the phonics approach, did significantly better in the overall 
measurements of oral reading accuracy than those of the whole-language group. On 
the other hand, no significance was reached concerning the difference between the 
two groups in oral reading fluency. There is, however, a consistent trend in all 
measurements in favour of the phonics group indicating a clear advantage for the 
phonics condition. 
In the known text accuracy measurements, for example, even though no statistical 
significance was reported, the experimental group outperformed the control group. 
The participants from the latter group committed an average of 2.7 mistakes with 
those from the experimental group reaching an average of 1.9 mistakes. It should be 
noted here that the number of mistakes made by all learners involved is very low and 
that both groups exhibited a high level of accuracy. This is also true of their reading 
accuracy in the unknown text. The average number of mistakes is higher compared to 
that with the known text for both groups, but we should not forget that this is an 
unfamiliar text containing a number of lexical items to which these learners had not 
been previously exposed to. Moreover, these are, indeed, very young learners of an 
EFL context. The limited time (about a year) of exposure to the new writing system of 
a language with a different alphabet than the one of their mother tongue, should also 
be taken into consideration. 
No significant difference was reported in the oral reading fluency either, but again 
the trend is in favour of the phonics group. Once more measurements are quite 
promising for the “reading fluency future” of learners of both groups. Participants 
from the experimental group were evaluated very close to the “Good” level while 
performances for those in the control were deemed as slightly better than 
“Satisfactory”. It is, also, interesting to note that standard deviations for both groups 
are very low rendering both groups highly homogeneous. A large number of the 
participants were evaluated by both raters as either “Very Good” or “Good” with only 
very few of them falling into the level of “incomprehensible”. 
Despite this homogeneity in both groups a trend to perform poorly, in both 
accuracy and fluency measures, was detected for the small number of learners from 
the control group that had no private tuition. In fact, three out of the four that had 
never had any form of private tuition had the highest scores of mistakes in the 
accuracy measurement and a 2 (slow) by both raters in the fluency measurement. On 
the face of it, this could possibly be attributed to the fact that these learners received 
less language instruction compared to the others. No safe conclusions can be drawn, 
though. The number of learners falling into this sub-group is very small (4 out of the 
total of twenty from the control group) and only three of them had really low scores. 
The fourth one actually went quite well, with only six mistakes in the total accuracy 
measurement and an average of 3.5 in the fluency measurement. At the same time, 
some of the other participants were also found to be poor performers in both 
measurements. A larger sample is required for further investigation of the particular 
variable in a future study.  
All in all, the significance of the current study lies in the fact that this is research 
conducted with EFL learners. To the best of our knowledge, there are no other studies 




investigating the value of a phonics programme within an EFL context. The majority 
of studies in the field have been conducted with native speakers of English while a 
limited number of studies involving ESL learners are also reported. Therefore, and 
despite the fact that this is indeed a small - scale study, we may argue that it is 
breaking new ground. The results obtained clearly indicate that a systematic phonics 
approach can prove quite useful with young learners for whom English is a foreign 
language.  
At this point, it would be very interesting to refer to certain repeated “reading 
patterns” that were observed during the recordings: 
 Almost all of the participants from both groups pronounced the /ch/ digraph as  
/ tʃ/ at the end of the word stomach. This can be easily explained with regard 
to the phonics group, as learners from this group had explicitly been taught to 
read it as / tʃ/ (Jolly Phonics Workbook, 6). Since no explicit sound instruction 
was given to the control, whole-language group, we can only assume that they 
just transferred their knowledge from other words containing this digraph and 
to which they had definitely been arduously exposed (kitchen and children are 
just two of the words they had repeatedly read in their 3
rd
 year English 
textbook). 
 The majority (60%) of the participants from the control group made a mistake 
with the initial sound /ae/ in the name Aesop in their known text. They 
pronounced it /eə/ rather than /iː/ which was the way it was pronounced in the 
recorded text to which they had been exposed. We can only suppose here that 
since this is a rare double vowel and since the learners had, probably, been 
exposed to it only through this particular name, they had to rely on their 
relevant phonemic awareness that had to do with the pronunciation of the two 
sounds /a/ and /e/ separately.  
 
6. Limitations 
One of the basic limitations of this research has to do with the fact that different 
known texts were used for the measurement of the participants‟ accuracy and fluency. 
This was a choice on the part of the researcher dictated by his intention to be as fair as 
possible with the participants of both groups. The idea was that the known text had to 
be a text which the emergent readers involved in this study would have sufficiently 
practiced reading out loud. The only other option would have been to offer both 
groups the same text for class instruction beforehand. Due to the limited time we had 
at our disposal this option was rejected. We believe, however, that this could prove a 
more valid way to compare the two groups‟ overall oral reading performance and 
aspire to try in a future study. 
All the language instructors involved in this study were asked to select those of 
their learners that they considered competent readers, based on their personal 
impressions and intuition. Their intuitions were not always, however, confirmed by 
their learners‟ actual performance which in many cases was very poor. Since 
selection, apparently, served no purpose, we feel that a more random selection of 
learners should have been made, after all the struggling readers had been excluded. 
The final limitation that we were able to detect is related to the way the oral 
reading fluency was rated. Although accuracy was measured separately for known 
and unknown text, this practice was not preferred for the evaluation of fluency. Both 
raters reported that they felt that this was unfair to the young learners. They also felt 
that they could have been more accurate in their evaluation, had they been given the 
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opportunity to assess the participants‟ reading fluency in the known text separately 
from that in the unknown text. 
 
7. Conclusions 
This study is a very first attempt to investigate possible gains in oral reading accuracy 
and fluency for young EFL learners in a Greek public school who have been 
introduced to literacy through a systematic phonics approach. Results are quite 
encouraging since, even though significant differences were not reported in all 
measurements, a definite advantage for the phonics condition was found in all cases. 
Nevertheless, learners from the whole-language condition were also found to be quite 
competent readers. These results should be attributed to the ample opportunities that 
they had been offered to practice reading in class as well as to their exposure to 
listening material. 
In any case, this is a research that should be continued and expanded in the near 
future in order for more valid conclusions to be drawn. These can be used in the future 
to inform and influence language teaching policies in a country that aims to promote 
multilingualism in all levels of public education. 
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APPENDIX  2  
Rating Chart 
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